Clinical neurophysiologic studies: which test is useful and when?
Neurophysiological studies test the integrity of nerve roots and nerves at different points from the spinal cord to the periphery. EMG is the most sensitive neurophysiological test for evaluating patients with radiculopathy, providing information on diagnosis, location, and prognosis. F-wave and H-reflex studies may be abnormal, but the information that they provide is nonspecific and usually redundant because the needle examination is abnormal anyway. Somatosensory evoked potentials are less sensitive and specific than EMG for diagnosing a radiculopathy, but uncommonly may be the only abnormality. Magnetic stimulation, paraspinal mapping, and cervical root stimulation are investigational techniques of uncertain utility.